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Kenny Cupers  University of Basel, Switzerland

Gardening as geopolitics

i
Gardening embodies an essential truth about the relationship between 
humans and the earth. Perhaps more than any other human activity, so 
argues philosophy professor David E. Cooper, the work of cultivation reveals 
humanity’s relation to what he calls the ‘deep ground’, from which the 
gift of this world comes.1 The humble labour of digging, sowing, weeding, 
mowing and watering provides a tactile sense of earthliness, an embodied 
experience that moves between basic instrumentality and aesthetic appre-
ciation. While some understand gardening as art mirroring the mystery of 
nature, others reject its mimetic nature, emphasizing how the experience 
of cultivation imbues our fundamental dependence on the natural world. 
Working in one’s back garden, whether for enjoyment or to feed oneself, 
is usually understood as an experience of self and an intimate relationship 
with a particular place at a particular scale. Yet twentieth-century history 
shows how gardening_so earthly and transcendental at the same time_
was also a geopolitical act. Gardening became crucial not only to regional 
and even national planning, as well as to the production of modern citi-
zenship, it was also harnessed as a political instrument to reshape empires 
and transform territories.

To reveal the politics of gardening requires an analysis across spatial 
scales, but disciplines tend to construct their own scales and then tend 
to limit their analytical purview to them. Phenomenologists might start 
from the scale of the body to foreground subjectivity and experience. His-
torians of architecture and landscape design tend to study things at the 
scale of the design project itself, which can range from an individual gar-
den to a regional master plan. And political historians focus on the fate of 

Abstract 
Gardening is usually understood as an individual experience and an inti-
mate relationship with the natural world. Yet it should also be studied as 
a cross-scalar political instrument to shape empire and transform terri-
tory. German reformers at the turn of the twentieth century called their 
garden settlements ‘colonies’ and understood them as a domestic form 
of settler colonialism. With the forced abdication of Germany’s overseas 
colonies in 1919, garden settlements became even more explicitly geopo-
litical. Landscape designers now conceived of them as a form of coloniza-
tion no longer based on imperial expansion, but on domestic development 
through the intensified use of the soil. This approach was foundational to 
the design of modern housing estates during the 1920s and 1930s. In this 
context, working one’s back garden was seen as a heroic act of national 
development and a sublimation of empire.

Gardening / geopolitics / imperialism / modernism /  
landscape design / Weimar Germany

Journal of Landscape Architecture / 3-2019



47

But the idea of planting people in new soil was not just a biological meta-
phor. It needs to be understood in a global context, beyond the problem-
atic of the industrial city: more particularly in the context of European 
imperialism and settler colonialism in the second half of the nineteenth 
century. The logic of conquering and settling land was most evident in 
the Berlin conference of 1884-1885 that carved up the African continent 
for European exploitation. But it was also manifested in settler colonial-
ism across the Americas, Australia and parts of Africa, where indigenous 
populations were replaced with invasive settler societies that developed 
new, racially defined forms of sovereignty and land ownership over time. 
The rush to settle land was equally evident in continental expansion, such 
as Russia’s imperial hold eastwards and the colonial attitudes of the Aus-
tro-Hungarian and German empires towards populations in central and 
eastern Europe. Modern Germany was forged at the height of this global 
land-power regime, and experienced the processes of nation building and 
empire building as fundamentally interrelated. Soon after it was unified 
in 1871, Germany embarked on a colonial project to compete with other 
European powers, and acquired dispersed territories across Africa, South 
Asia and the Pacific. Even though the colonial imaginary had for centu-
ries influenced German culture, this aggressive form of imperialism thor-
oughly reshaped German politics and society during the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries. This means that we need to understand the 
transformation of Germany’s domestic lands in close relationship to con-
tinental and overseas forms of imperial expansion.

In this context, it should not be surprising to hear that leafy garden 
settlements, such as Hellerau near Dresden, were not initially called gar-
den cities, but ‘colonies’. Many of their initiators explicitly conceived them 
as a domestic form of settler colonialism in response to European compe-
tition for the conquest of land. In the last decades of the nineteenth cen-
tury, reformers who saw their work as part of an evangelical ‘inner mis-
sion’, meaning they pursued missionary work not in overseas colonies but 
in Germany itself, had devised special ‘worker colonies’ that aimed to trans-
form vagabonds and other unemployed people into hardworking citizens.6 
These experiments ran parallel to the coercive practices across the colonial 
world, turning colonized populations into docile laborers. The meaning of 
the term ‘colony’, however, quickly expanded to describe any type of new 
settlement in the countryside.7 Artists settling in the German countryside 
regularly called themselves ‘colonists’. And planners explicitly conceived 
of their designs for workers’ housing as a ‘colonization of the worker’.8 By 
this, they did not mean disciplining them, but rather settling them per-
manently by facilitating home ownership. In other words, here was a clear 
parallel between the colony and metropole_not in terms of disciplining 
techniques, but as a logic of settling and cultivating land. The rush to set-
tle in the German countryside was thus predicated on a colonial settler 
imaginary and a belief that such settlement_whether in the African wil-
derness or in rural Saxony_would resolve the contradictions of industrial 
capitalism and imperial globalization.

Turn-of-the-century garden settlements were not only metaphorically 
colonial; they were often premised on concrete settler colonial experiences. 
The cooperatively-owned fruit-growing colony of Eden near Oranienburg, 

nations and empires, studying international relations and processes of state 
building, prioritizing an even larger scale. But what if the significance and 
consequences of gardening crosses these disciplinary scales, from the cel-
lular make-up of a living organism to the transformation of the planet at 
large? Or more radically, what if these scales are themselves historically 
constructed through particular practices?

Our age is planetary because our commons, our crises and our con-
sciousness are.2 In order to conceptualize the effects of globalization and 
climate change, scholars in political geography and attendant disciplines 
have begun to question conventional approaches to scale. Scale is now 
increasingly recognized as something that is constructed through dis-
course and practices. Some thinkers have even argued that we might do 
away with scale in geography altogether.3 What follows suggests that we 
might not only understand scale itself, but also the interconnectedness 
between scales, as historically constructed. In the late 1800s and early 1900s, 
as designers, reformers and politicians in Germany situated gardening in 
a global political geography, they constructed one particular such inter-
connection. Despite its considerable consequences at the time, their cross-
scalar political project has nevertheless remained obscured in our design 
and environmental histories.

ii
By the turn of the twentieth century, Germany had become enthralled by 
a rush to settle. The countryside had long been a locus of artistic imagi-
nation, and a site for the establishment of experimental and secluded self-
sustaining communities. Early twentieth-century reformers imagined 
such practices of settlement not just as experiments for the bourgeoisie, 
or for educating deviant populations, but as a growing mass movement 
that could change society at large. The desire to move people ‘back to the 
land’ was spurred by widespread feelings of discontents with the existing 
order and with the negative consequences of rapid industrialization and 
urbanization in the German empire. Despite their ideological differences, 
vegetarians, anarchists, racists, feminists, nationalists, communists and 
various other groups alike agreed that the problem was the industrial city 
and the solution was a closer relationship with nature.4 The activity of gar-
dening was central to the ambition to establish a more natural way of life, 
both individually and communally. 

Ebenezer Howard’s famous 1898 book To-morrow: A Peaceful Path to Real 
Reform, laid out the basic principles of what was soon known internation-
ally as the ‘Garden City’. Based on the ideas of the land reform movement, 
he imagined a spaciously laid-out settlement that would be cooperatively 
owned and managed. Reformers and planners across Europe were quickly 
enthralled by Howard’s idea, and the garden city would become one of the 
most widespread modern planning ideas of the twentieth century. But Ger-
man reformers had their own visions for garden cities. They understood 
the establishment of new communities in the countryside as a biological 
process. Mass resettlement was transplanting human life into new soil. 
Even before Howard, the antisemitic publicist Theodor Fritsch came up 
with his own settlement model, which he called a ‘plant nursery of German 
life’.5 Gardening, in other words, would be to cultivate a new human race.
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in: such new settlements in the countryside could boost agricultural and 
industrial productivity, and give rise to new forms of social organization 
and exchange. In other words, they would offer a solution to Germany’s 
agricultural problems, such as the globalization of cash crop markets, and 
the problem of an emptying countryside. The garden city movement pro-
filed itself as the reorientation of colonial expansion towards domestic ter-
ritorial development.13 This of course did not mean Germany should aban-
don its colonies, but rather that a new, intensified form of colonialism was 
necessary, one that would help to consolidate and develop domestic and 
overseas lands alike. Unlike some of their British colleagues, German plan-
ners hardly set foot in Africa or Asia, and hardly any self-proclaimed gar-
den cities were built in German colonies. Yet colonialism was still founda-
tional to the garden city movement. The conviction in the power of land to 
reform society fuelled a colonial settler imaginary, and furthered concrete 
practices of settler colonialism. Gardening, despite its seeming innocuous-
ness, was centrally caught up in this dynamic.

iii
During and immediately after the First World War, the settling and cul-
tivation of land became even more explicitly geopolitical. With the Treaty 
of Versailles in 1919, Germany lost about a fifth of its domestic territory, 
along with all its colonies. Huge parts of eastern Prussia were lost to the 
newly created Poland, and other substantial territories were lost to France, 
Denmark and Belgium. This was a momentous territorial reconfiguration 
that had a profound impact on how Germans perceived and managed space, 
from the most intimate sphere of the dwelling to the nation and the planet 
at large. Fifteen million Germans became citizens of other countries or had 
to move within the new borders of the new Germany, now transformed 
from an empire into a republic. The redrawing of borders prompted the 
resettlement of people at an unprecedented scale. German cities experi-
enced an influx of refugees fleeing the territories that Germany had now 
lost as a result of the treaty. With its economy ruined by the war and bur-
dened with huge reparations, Germany was faced with an enormous chal-
lenge in terms of housing and food shortages.

less than an hour from Berlin by train, was established in 1893 by a group 
of reformers led by the vegetarian Bruno Wilhelmi (Fig. 1).9 This strictly 
vegetarian community aimed to live a new kind of collective life in nature. 
The settlement was divided into individual plots for families to tend to their 
own gardens and orchards. The community grew quickly, with a cooper-
ative organizing the construction of housing, credits, the collective pur-
chase of consumer goods, and of course the production and sale of agri-
cultural products. Its key agricultural output was strawberries. Initially, 
members were expected to be vegetarians, just like Wilhelmi himself, but 
that rule was later loosened. Despite these ‘hippy’ principles, its inhabit-
ants explicitly framed Eden as an internal form of settler colonialism. An 
industrialist’s son, Wilhelmi had spent years in Brazil, where he partici-
pated in the German communities that were established there in the sec-
ond half of the nineteenth century. In his eyes, Eden was a similar settler 
colonial experiment, with the only difference being that it was located in 
Germany rather than the tropics. His goal, and that of other reformers, was 
to redirect the stream of German migrants settling in the New World back 
to the German countryside, which had been emptying out in the course 
of the nineteenth century.

Emerging from experimental communities like Eden, the German Gar-
den City Association was also inspired by settler colonialism, and saw its 
mission as directly linked to policies of what was called ‘internal coloni-
zation’.10 Its founders were explicit about the active participation of the 
movement in the Prussian government project of moving German peas-
ants to the Polish-dominated eastern provinces.11 Some even understood 
internal colonization as nothing less than the end goal of the garden city 
movement.12 Others understood the movement as a direct response to the 
global scramble for colonies. With Africa already carved up by Europe, and 
European settler colonies now firmly established, the rush for new colonies 
was coming to a close, they realized. By the turn of the century, ‘unclaimed’ 
land (meaning land not claimed by European powers) was difficult to find, 
and world markets were increasingly being closed off by high tariffs. There-
fore, a growing need for nations to function independently arose, both in 
terms of industry and agriculture. This is where garden cities would come 
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Figure 1  The Eden Fruit-Growing  
Colony near Oranienburg, c. 1896.
Source: Eden Gemeinnützige  
Obstbau-Siedlung e.G.
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iV
It is in this politically turbulent context that landscape design became an 
explicitly geopolitical project. After the sublimation of empire following 
the Versailles Treaty, gardening was reframed as a heroic act of develop-
ing the national soil. This was why prominent German landscape architect 
Leberecht Migge could argue that the garden was of existential importance, 
not just to families, but to the German state and the destiny of the Ger-
man people as a whole.22 Migge had found his voice as a young professional 
in the cultural reform and settlement movements of the pre-war era, and 
had promoted gardening as a functional process beyond the design of pic-
turesque environments. The urgency of post-war shortages and rebuilding 
made this approach pertinent. In his widely distributed 1918 leaflet Jeder-
mann Selbstversorger (Everyman Self-sufficient), Migge developed the idea 
of the functional garden into a radical manifesto for national planning.23 
Migge was able to test this approach in the context of his work in Breslau 
under Ernst May.24 In the following years, he even more clearly articulated 
the geopolitical potential of cultivating the soil, arguing for gardening to be 
applied on a mass scale, to result in nothing less than the complete ‘mech-
anization of the German soil’.25 Like pre-war reformers, Migge understood 
the garden as a panacea for society, a means to return people to the land, 
to reintegrate them into the great organic cycle, and in doing so, to liber-
ate them from capitalist oppression. Yet he also moved away from some of 
the more esoteric strands of pre-war reform, suggesting that rather than 
people returning to nature, nature itself could be mechanized.26 

Yet despite his embrace of Taylorist ideas, Migge was convinced that 
his ‘mechanization of the soil’ would still engender a vital and harmoni-
ous connection between people and their environment. How was this pos-
sible? For Migge and others at the time, this connection was not static, and 
not a given. Rather, it was something that needed to be produced through 
labour. This was not an essentialist, static connection between people and 
land: it was German work rather than German being that gave soil its 
importance. The geographer Albrecht Penck had similarly defined ‘cul-
tural techniques’ as those human activities that connected people with 
the soil, such as tilling, but also domestic work and the construction of 
roads and other environmental improvements. Despite the Nazi instru-

By shrinking Germany politically and spatially, the Treaty of Versailles 
raised existential questions about the future of the German people and its 
relationship to the now-curtailed territory. It prompted a widespread per-
ception that Germany was now too small to fully sustain the German pop-
ulation in a healthy way.14 Germany was now a ‘people without space’ (Volk 
ohne Raum), in the words of the famous novel by Hans Grimm.15 As such, 
the spatial transformation of the imperial territory had a direct impact 
on how Germans perceived spaces at different scales, particularly domes-
tic and urban spaces. Grimm’s book, as conveyed on its cover, opposed the 
settler colonial experience of ‘freedom’ in the colonial outback of German-
occupied Africa with the lack of space in Berlin’s densely packed rental 
barracks (Fig. 2). In doing so, it established a direct equivalence between 
architectural space and geopolitical space, between the subjective experi-
ence of domestic and urban spaces and the definition and demarcation of 
the national territory. After Versailles, many colonial settlers and officials 
returned to Germany, and brought some of their ways of thinking_not 
in the least about racial superiority_to the metropole. Germany’s impe-
rial ambitions were not abandoned, but rather transformed, translated 
into divergent political projects. Some fought for an immediate return of 
overseas possessions to Germany, while others now renewed their calls for 
expansion in eastern Europe. Many others turned their gaze to the newly 
defined domestic territory, which spurred a heightened image production 
of Germany’s countryside landscapes.16 This was an obsession to both cap-
ture land and transform the new Germany. Settling the land and working 
it, improving it, optimizing its use, now became charged with a frenzy as 
it was legitimized in geopolitical terms.17

In Berlin, Breslau and other cities, subsistence gardening became a key 
response to the acute food shortages caused by the war. Acute shortages 
had forced urbanites to move to the outskirts to build makeshift homes 
and plant vegetables on any available land. This experience of ‘spontaneous’ 
gardens and settlement was an emergency response, but it was not entirely 
unplanned. Architects including Ernst May designed housing settlements 
in Breslau that included large plots for subsistence gardening, inspired by 
the ‘spontaneous’ settlements built by families during and immediately 
after the war.18 This settlement experience would come to play a key role 
in later housing plans, as Germany shifted gears from emergency housing 
to large-scale and more comprehensive housing solutions, leading to the 
world-renowned modern housing estates in Berlin, Frankfurt and elsewhere.

Even in this shift towards mass housing, however, the emergency allot-
ment gardens of the immediate post-war years remained influential. Allot-
ment gardeners joined in mass associations to defend their allotments 
against growing pressure on the land. Gardens, they claimed, offered indi-
vidual families crucial sustenance at critical times of shortage, but they also 
offered the opportunity for physical exercise in the open, thereby contrib-
uting to maintaining a healthy social body. Furthermore, after the trauma 
of the war, gardens clearly provided a means to soothe and uplift the pop-
ular spirit.19 The associations quickly amassed hundreds of thousands of 
members in the early 1920s. Despite their power in numbers, however, they 
faced mounting pressure on peripheral land for development, especially 
after Germany began to bounce back economically around 1923-1924, and 
found it hard to compete with cooperative housing associations.20 Allot-
ment gardens were not entirely abandoned, but were folded into mass 
housing policy, and the inclusion of individual gardens was a compromise 
between conflicting demands on land.21

Figure 2  The cover of Hans Grimm’s Volk ohne Raum, 1926.
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must not emigrate, but rather start making more productive use of the 
domestic soil. In other words: ‘Europe doesn’t need emigration, it can still 
limitlessly immigrate.’29 Like Ratzel, Migge understood European impe-
rialism in the decades before the First World War as the expression of an 
existential struggle for Lebensraum.30 But that did not mean that colonial 
expansion was the only solution. Weimar Germany should fold its focus 
inwards, so Migge argued, by intensifying the settlement and agricul-
tural productivity of its domestic lands. Migge’s ideas were widely shared, 
including by Germany’s national association for allotment gardens (Fig. 
3). For this association, the organically growing settlement was part of a 
comprehensive approach to planning land and life, which included not 
just the design of new housing areas and subsistence gardens, but also 
resources planning at the regional and national scale, the management of 
waste and recycling of resources, the planning of green spaces, and even 
popular education about these collective processes. Migge understood his 

‘green plan’ for the metropolitan area of Frankfurt as an inversion of its 
urban and agricultural metabolism that entailed a biotechnical self-col-
onization of the city.31

Migge’s intensive colonization, in practice, required a more radical form 
of land reform, which he theorized as the design of the earth at large. The 
reformer Henry George had already conceptualized the planet as a limited 
resource in the late nineteenth century, inspiring a movement for land 
reform in Germany. Migge, whose thinking was shaped by this movement, 
charted the consequences and potential for design resulting from this novel 
world view.32 On the one hand, his project of intensive colonization would 
amount to a radical transformation of the planet. On the other, the work 
this entailed would ‘reawaken our connection with the soil’.33 His auda-
cious modernism would not, in other words, create a deracinated culture 
or a disposition of disrespect towards nature or tradition_for which mod-
ernism would become increasingly criticized. Migge radically shifted the 
purview of modernism, starting from something as simple and intimate as 
tending one’s garden. He relied on familiar tropes_harmony with nature, 
rooting people in the soil, Germans’ sense of the organic_to articulate a 
vision for large-scale environmental transformation to suit Germany’s 
new geopolitical needs. It is in this sense that the Weimar obsession with 
Siedeln, as a verb_in German, the word suggests a semiotic overlapping of 
settling, colonizing and housing_can be understood as a post-Versailles 
sublimation of Germany’s imperial ambition and colonial disposition. 

That said, not all Weimar housing estates, once built, were actually 
‘mechanizing the soil’ like Migge had imagined. In the famous Hufeisen–
siedlung estate near Berlin, designed by Bruno Taut and Martin Wag-
ner and partly by Migge (subsequently continued by a locally appointed 
architect), the gardens did not serve to grow food for the inhabitants. As 
the landscape design of mass housing shifted away from subsistence gar-
dening, architects_ironically_increasingly lauded these green spaces 
as part of their functionalist ethic of ‘light, space and air’. In the divisive 
political context of the late 1920s, Max Sering and others were clearly dis-
appointed by this shift. They argued that especially in the more ‘Bauhaus-
oriented’ housing estates, such as those by Gropius, with their rigid block 
layouts, the connection with the soil had been lost.34 That did not mean 
that these planners were averse to mass housing or garden settlements. 
On the contrary, Sering argued that Gropius’s housing estates were too 
much shaped by architectural taste, and that a more functional and com-
prehensive approach to settlement was necessary. He saw this approach 
in many other realizations across Germany, which successfully remade 

mentalization of his ideas, this concept did not easily align with their 
Blood and Soil ideology, because it actually emphasized the functionality 
of soil rather than any given rights or an innate bond between a biologi-
cally defined people and ‘their’ land.

Migge, politically difficult to place but not a Pan-Germanist nor an 
enthusiast for overseas colonialism, understood the design of Weimar hous-
ing projects and garden cities essentially in Penck’s terms. The Siedlung 
(meaning gardening as much as housing) was for him a strategic reorien-
tation of German colonialism. It was a new kind of colonization, no longer 
based on imperial expansion or overseas occupation, but on domestic devel-
opment through the intensified use of the soil. He coined this new type 

‘domestic colonization’ (Binnenkolonisation), perhaps to distinguish it from 
the internal colonization (Innenkolonisation) policies of the pre-war period.27 
In the late nineteenth century, Prussian and other German authorities had 
launched policies that aimed to resettle farmers in the countryside and to 
increase agricultural productivity by turning wasteland into productive 
farmland. Migge was inspired by such internal colonization programmes, 
and imagined that after the humiliating defeat and tragic loss of territory 
in the war, the activity of working the soil was going to make the Germans 
a leading people again. The land itself was the main instrument, the tool 
with which to reinvigorate Germany. 

Casting migration and colonization as two sides of the same coin, Migge 
asserted that one can migrate either overseas or domestically, with the lat-
ter simply being ‘an intensive form of colonization’, as opposed to an exten-
sive one. Migge here followed the same reasoning as that developed by Ger-
man geographer and colonial enthusiast Friedrich Ratzel: ‘The European 
Lebensraum has been limited,’ Migge claimed, as the outcome of the war, 
which cut Germany off from its colonial and eastern European outback.28 
Yet to preserve German life, the Lebensraum had to be expanded at all costs. 
In order to do so, Germans, and all continental Europeans for that matter, 

Figure 3  Reichsverband Kleingartenvereine, ‘Schafft 
Dauerkolonien’, c. 1929. Source: Wolfgang Kemp,  
Wir haben ja alle Deutschland nicht gekannt, page 16  
(see note 16).
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people’s connection to the land, against the chaotic growth of large met-
ropolitan areas and instead for a new harmonious exchange between city 
and countryside.35 By decentralizing and re-agrarianizing the metropo-
lis, settlement would produce what he called a Stadtlandkultur, a culture 
that would integrate city and countryside and comprehensively embed 
people in their environment.36 Such ecological and at the same time func-
tional thinking about human settlement continued to preoccupy German 
architects and planners in the following decades. As such, these architects 
shifted the geopolitics of gardening further from its imperial roots with-
out ever acknowledging these.

Even though the bifurcation of architectural modernism and Nazism 
seemed to free the former of reactionary and colonial tendencies, the two 
movements actually shared origins in a worldview that was shaped by an 

epistemology of cultivation, in which gardening could be translated into 
imperialism and vice versa. This engendered a cross-scalar political pro-
ject, in which gardening became a geopolitical practice. Such a historical 
account of gardening shows how the ‘cultural techniques’ of digging, sow-
ing, weeding and planting were not only an individual experience of earth-
liness, but part of a much larger-scale and more encompassing approach 
to the politics of land and territory. This emergent form of modernism 
was not just anti-urban, in that its aim was to offer an alternative to the 
industrial city. It was anti-urban in so far as it was pro-land, or integral 
to a new form of governing through the soil. If gardening embodies an 
essential truth about the relationship between humans and the earth, that 
truth is essentially historical, and inseparable from the politics of empire.


